Abstract. Recently, a number of higher education institutions in Lithuania have
Introduction
Relevance of the study and research problem. validation of non-formal and informal learning has become a reality in European higher education, however, the degree of involvement in the process differs across countries considerably. The existing differences include the level of strategy formation and legal regulation, purposes of validation, participation of stakeholders, sources of financing, and terminology used to define the process 1 . In lithuania, validation of non-formal and informal learning has been on policy agenda since 1998 2 , however, legal acts regulating the process in higher education were adopted only in 2009 and 2010 3 , thus, validation at this level of education is still at a stage of development. Even though legislation was adopted only a few years ago, some universities and colleges have been working in this field on the project-funded basis for about a decade and have already gained some experience in the area. at present, for the majority of higher education institutions in lithuania validation still poses a major challenge as they either do not have any experience in assessing learning outcomes gained in diverse learning environments at all or are at the stage of introducing validation. This is a challenge to institutions where traditionally the most valuable learning outcomes have been those acquired within the academia and where academic staff has never assessed learning outcomes gained outside it 4 . Recently, a number of universities and colleges in lithuania have started introducing validation of non-formal and informal learning. to implement assessment and recognition of this type of learning successfully, they have to adopt necessary institutional legal acts, establish the procedure which ensures that assessment meets quality requirements, train administrative and teaching staff, and create mechanisms of guidance and support to adults. Institutional support mechanisms accessible to adults throughout the entire process of validation play an important role in the process, in particular guidance and support provided to adults before the assessment procedure. This is predetermined by specificity of assessment of non-formal and informal learning, i.e. adults have to take it before they enter an institution, not all learning outcomes can be easily defined (e.g. learning outcomes gained at one's workplace) and, therefore, they have to be discussed and agreed upon between the adult and the institution before the assessment procedure 5 . In addition, identifying one's learning outcomes, matching them against the learning outcomes required in a particular study programme and documenting such a match have been reported in research as posing a major challenge to adults 6 . until now, little research has been available on institutional guidance and support to adults and the experiences of institutional participants in the process. In this article, we address institutional guidance and support provided to adults by consultants before the assessment procedure. The aim of the present research is to analyse perceptions of consultants towards difficulties that were encountered by adults in the process of preparation for assessment. The research objectives include elaborating on the current situation of validation of non-formal and informal learning in European higher Education area and lithuania, describing the context of the present study and examining perceptions of institutional participants in the process. to carry out the research, a qualitative methodology of content analysis was used.
The aim of this article is to report the results of the study into consultants' perceptions of difficulties that adults encountered before the assessment procedure of their non-formal and informal learning outcomes in four higher education institutions. 1. validation of Non-formal and Informal learning in European higher Education area validation of non-formal and informal learning has been on the European lifelong learning policy agenda for over a decade and its implementation is still under development. In 1999, declaration "European higher Education area" was signed in Bologna by 29 ministers responsible for higher education in Europe, which marked the beginning of Bologna process. a year later, the European commission issued "a memorandum of lifelong learning" 7 which stressed the importance of establishing procedures of validation of non-formal and informal learning in higher education for lifelong learning in Europe. Since then, validation of non-formal and informal learning has become a policy issue on the agenda of member countries of Bologna process. What has been achieved since then? according to the 2012 report on Bologna process implementation 8 , validation of non-formal and informal learning within European higher Education area has become a reality, however, the degree of involvement in the process differs across countries considerably. The existing differences include the level of strategy formation and legal regulation (national level, institutional level), purposes of validation (access to higher education, credit award and/or exemption from a course or part of a programme, qualification award), participation of stakeholders (governmental institutions, employers, voluntary organisations, youth organisations, etc.), sources of financing (self-financing, state and employer financing, combination of different financing sources, etc.), and terminology used to define the process 9 . according to the report, higher education systems of Bologna process polarize into two extremely distinct groups: the first group comprises 13 countries (france, great Britain, germany, Norway, Belgium and other countries) that by 2012 have well-established systems of recognition of non-formal and informal learning, i.e. have introduced national laws to validate non-formal and informal learning and where recognition of such learning is implemented in accordance with the established procedure for both access to higher education and progression in studies (i.e. allocation of credits and/or the exemption from part of the programme). The opposite group includes 12 higher education systems that have not started their activities in the area yet (greece, cyprus, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria and other countries). In other Bologna process countries there exist nationally established procedures, guidelines or policies either for access to higher education or for progression in studies, but the procedures are not widely applied or there are no national guidelines or policy for validation, but procedures for recognition of such type of learning have been established in some higher education institutions or study programmes. The report concludes that in 29 higher education systems in the European higher Education area from the total of 47 higher education systems (for which data was available) non-formal and informal learning can be taken into account towards the completion of studies, and a slightly higher number , lithuania alongside with 10 countries (Poland, latvia, austria, croatia and other countries) belongs to the group of higher education systems where the process of recognition of non-formal and informal learning can be used either for access to higher education institutions only or for progression in higher education studies only or for both purposes. In lithuania, validation of non-formal and informal learning has been on policy agenda since 1998 when the law on adults' Non-formal Education was passed 12 , however, legal acts regulating the process at the level of higher education were adopted only in 2009 and 2010
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. Even though legislation was adopted only a few years ago, some universities and colleges have been working in this field on the projectfunded basis for about a decade and have already gained some experience in the area 14 . at present, for the majority of higher education institutions validation still poses a major challenge as they either do not have any experience in assessing learning outcomes gained in diverse learning environments at all or are at the stage of introducing validation. This is a complex task to institutions where traditionally the most valuable learning outcomes have been those acquired within the academia and where academic staff has never assessed learning outcomes gained outside it 15 . assessment of non-formal and informal learning is specific as it involves assessment of a complex combination of knowledge, skills and competences before adults enter an institution, which adds to the complexity of the task. Besides, not all learning outcomes can be easily defined (e.g. learning outcomes gained at one's workplace) and, therefore, they have to be discussed and agreed upon between the adult and the institution 16 before assessment. to establish the procedure of recognition of non-formal and informal learning, institutions have to adopt necessary institutional legal acts, introduce assessment procedure, distribute responsibilities, train administrative and teaching staff, as well as create mechanisms of guidance and support to adults, the major challenge being to ensure that assessment of learning outcomes gained through diverse learning environments meets quality requirements 17 . according to the recommendations passed by the minister of Education and Science of the Republic of lithuania (2010) 18 , the procedure of assessment and recognition of learning outcomes (in recommendations the term learning outcomes is defined as competences) gained through diverse learning environments consists of four stages that (in respect to the processes involved) correspond to the four stages (identification, documentation, assessment and certification) set out in the council Recommendation (2012) on the validation of non-formal and informal learning 19 : 1. Information. This is a stage during which adults are informed about validation of non-formal and informal learning at the institution, including assessment principles, procedure, possible outcomes and future prospects, and make their decision to participate in the procedure.
at this stage, institutions must have learning outcomes-based descriptions of study programmes so that there is no ambiguity as to the learning outcomes that traditional students are required to gain after they finish a course (a module), which becomes important guidelines that adults have to follow. Institutional support is provided to adults by administrative staff by answering questions and helping to decide which study programme best suits the adult's needs 20 . 2. Consultation. The purpose of this stage is to provide guidance and support to adults to identify and document their learning outcomes. adults have to analyse their learning experience, identify competences and document them in a learning outcomes portfolio (portfolio of competences). The most essential requirement is to document learning outcomes so that the evidence of their match with the learning outcomes required in the study programme the adult intends to claim credit from is provided and that documented learning outcomes are of the required academic level allowing to award credit 21 . The importance of this stage cannot be underestimated as it largely predetermines success of the assessment stage which follows, therefore, it is important to share the responsibility between the institution and the adult. Institution is responsible for providing support to adults by guiding them on establishing a match of their learning outcomes with the learning outcomes outlined in the study programme, on issues of portfolio development and relevance of the evidence, on additional assignment and its . on the other hand, the major responsibility of the adult is to analyse one's learning experience, identify and document learning outcomes so that there is enough proof for a claim of credits.
3. Assessment. adults' learning outcomes are assessed to establish whether the presented evidence/proof matches the learning outcomes described in a chosen study programme, whether their level satisfies academic requirements and to what extent, i.e. whether award of credit and/or exemption from a course or part of a study programme is possible.
at this stage, institutions must have trained assessors to be able to assess documented learning outcomes. as learning outcomes comprise a combination of knowledge, skills and competences that have to be assessed, a variety of assessment methods, including tests/ examinations, conversational methods, declarative methods, observation, simulations, presentations, etc., has to be used. It is important to ensure that assessment is carried out in line with the established edumetric quality requirements so that quality is assured 23 . 4. Certification. at this stage, assessors or assessing commission make a decision on certification of the assessment results. If it is established that evidence/proof of the adult's learning outcomes meets the required standards, credits are awarded and/or the adult can be exempt from a course (module) or part of the study programme. also, a formal certificate can be issued if the adult needs it for employment or other purposes.
Institutional support is provided to adults by discussing options on available forms and modes of study to find the one which best suits the adult's needs and career perspectives. If the adult's claim of credit award was rejected, institutional support is important as he or he should be guided on further action, i.e. what can be done and how it has to be done so that to succeed in the future.
method
Participants. The present study involved 12 consultants from four higher education institutions (utena university of applied Studies, vilniaus kolegija / university of applied Sciences, Zemaitija college, and International School of law and Business) that were introducing validation of non-formal and informal learning and preparing to assess learning outcomes of the first adults who applied to participate in the procedure. The consultants were trained to provide guidance and support to adults on issues related to the process of assessment and recognition of non-formal and informal learning in a definite field of study. Each consultant had to provide guidance and support to a mini group of adults (the number of adults per group ranging from two to six) according to the chosen field of study; none of the consultants had any previous experience in the field.
guidance and support was provided to 37 volunteer adults who met the minimum education and work experience requirements for the procedure and made a claim for credit from study programmes of different fields of study, including marketing, business, communication, economics, nursing, pedagogics, medicine and health care, accounting, tourism and recreation, and general engineering; none of the adults had participated in the procedure of validation before.
Procedure. all adults received a copy of a manual on how to compile a portfolio of non-formal and informal learning outcomes for credit claim from a particular course (module). The manual included information on different types of learning (formal, informal and non-formal), the description of the course (module) they had chosen which included the required learning outcomes, guidelines on how to identify one's learning outcomes, write a reflection page and extended cv for the assessment procedure.
to guide and support the adults before the assessment procedure, a scheme of consultations has been designed under which individual and group consultations both on-line and off-line (20 hours) were provided, and adults were given four weeks to develop the first version of their portfolio followed by additional four weeks to finalize it.
to analyse consultants' perceptions on difficulties encountered by the adults they supported, the consultants were asked to answer an open-ended question: "What difficulties did the adults encounter in the process of developing their learning outcomes portfolio?" to examine consultants' responses, a qualitative methodology was used. content analysis revealed repeated themes (categories) that were further analysed and generalised into sub-themes (sub-categories) that were supplemented with samples of evidence.
Results
content analysis of consultants' responses to the question "What difficulties did adults encounter in the process of developing their learning outcomes portfolio?" revealed 5 categories of difficulties, including time constraints, difficulties related to identification and documentation of adults' learning outcomes, novelty of the procedure, and personal characteristics (table 1). Category 1: time constraints. all consultants highlighted time constraints as the difficulty which the adults encountered in the process of developing their learning outcomes portfolio, including time management and/or planning, big workload and lack of time to compile their learning outcomes portfolio.
The consultants mentioned that at the time of portfolio development all adults had a job, some adults' job was their own business, some had more than one job and some of them studied, which made it difficult to set the most suitable time for consultations in line with their working hours, business or studies: "adults found it difficult to match the time of work and consultations", "… it was difficult to match the time of consultations with work and studies" or "The biggest difficulty was lack of time as the adult was responsible for bookkeeping in some companies…", and "her job is administrative, and she was very busy at the time (examinations, filing documents and reports)". This is related to another difficulty which was mentioned by as many as five consultants, i.e. the adults found it difficult to allocate enough time to compile their learning outcomes portfolio: "The difficulty adults had was lack of time to collect all the proof necessary for the portfolio" and "It was difficult for them [adults] to spend much time on portfolio compilation, in particular on writing one's reflection [of learning]".
to ensure access to guidance and support, the scheme of both on-line and offline consultations was designed, which proved to be reasonable as only one consultant reported that it was difficult to find suitable time for off-line consultations for an adult who lived far from the institution, because the adult preferred off-line consultations and considered them to be more effective "… as one can solve more problems arising during an off-line consultation than by e-mailing" (table 1) .
Category 2: identification of learning outcomes. The consultants mentioned three main problem areas in identifying learning outcomes that the adults faced, namely analysing one's learning and reflecting on it, comparing non-formal and informal learning outcomes against assessment criteria described in the course programme and identifying informal learning outcomes. Six consultants highlighted adults' difficulty to analyse and reflect on their learning experience: "It was difficult [for adults] to identify learning outcomes and competences", "The biggest problem was to write the page of reflection on learning experience" and "Writing reflection on learning was time consuming, and to analyse one's learning experience was not an easy task". as many as seven consultants stressed that the adults found the task of comparing their learning outcomes against assessment criteria of the chosen course challenging: "It was difficult for adults to analyse their work experience in line with the assessment criteria set in the course description Finance in Marketing that I presented" and "… it was difficult [for adults] to self-assess their own knowledge, skills and competences against the criteria of the course Professional Foreign Language and to understand the criteria". on the other hand, the difficulty of identifying informally gained learning outcomes was less often mentioned, just two consultants said: "adults found it difficult to formulate outcomes gained informally" and "… it was difficult for them [adults] to name and describe informally gained learning outcomes" (table 1) . This may be due to the fact that the adults considered their work-based learning and non-formal learning outcomes to be easier comparable against the requirements of study programmes than their informal learning outcomes.
Category 3: Documentation of learning outcomes. This difficulty includes two aspects: collecting and/or selecting relevant proof and describing identified learning outcomes in a portfolio. all consultants mentioned that collecting and, in particular, selecting evidence which is relevant to prove the match of non-formal and informal learning outcomes with the learning outcomes presented in the course description posed a major challenge to the adults: "It was difficult to collect the necessary proof to be included in the portfolio", "adults had no or little experience in formalising their competences on the basis of proof", "to collect and then select the most suitable proof of competences was the most difficult task" or "The major difficulty was to select relevant evidence", "as she is very active and initiative in her professional field (participates in projects, is an expert), she had collected a huge amount of evidence, thus it was difficult to select that which was relevant to prove her competences in andragogy", and "It was very difficult to prove informal learning outcomes". This may be due to the fact that some of the adults were professionally active and had a long record of learning experience; therefore, they had collected big amounts of evidence of participation in various learning activities, but none of them had any experience of proving their learning outcomes as required for this procedure.
as many as six consultants reported that the adults found it difficult to describe their learning outcomes in a portfolio: "It was difficult for adults to describe their learning outcomes gained in various learning environments as well as to describe one's major achievements" and that "adults were unable to present description of knowledge and skills gained non-formally and informally" (table 1) .
Category 4: novelty of the procedure. Response analysis showed that novelty of the procedure caused two difficulties, namely difficulty to understand the procedure of assessment of non-formal and informal learning and portfolio development as well as difficulty to understand the value of the procedure. Three consultants reported that the adults did not fully understand the procedure and how to develop their portfolio: "adults had a lot of questions about the procedure and the portfolio", "adults had a lot of questions on the structure of the portfolio" or "They [adults] didn't understand what reflection was and why it was necessary". another three consultants noted that the adults were not aware of the value of the procedure: "as this is a new procedure, adults doubted its benefits" and "adults expressed doubts if the benefits of the procedure would be real" (table 1) . This may be due to the fact that none of the adults had heard about validation of non-formal and informal learning in higher education institutions and about its value to an individual and to his/her future before.
Category 5: personal characteristics. The consultants mentioned that personal characteristics such as lack of self-confidence and lack of determination were a source of difficulty. as many as four consultants stressed that the adults "… doubted if they were capable enough to develop their portfolio" and three consultants highlighted that the adults were not determined to participate in the procedure: "adults were not sure if they really wanted to participate in the procedure" or "When a difficulty in developing portfolio arose adults started hesitating whether to participate in the procedure" (table  1) . This means that in the future consultants should not only explain to adults what is expected from them in the process of portfolio development, but also to encourage them.
Research conclusions and implications. content analysis of consultants' responses revealed five important categories of difficulties which adults faced in the process of developing their learning outcomes portfolio at the stage of preparation for assessment of their non-formal and informal learning in higher education institutions, including time constraints, identification and documentation of their learning outcomes, as well as difficulties due to the novelty of the procedure and adults' personal characteristics.
The study resulted in identification and description of two sub-categories of time constraints that adults faced, including the difficulty to manage and/or plan one's time, lack of time due to big workload and lack of time to compile their learning outcomes portfolio. The fact that at the time of consultations all adults had a job and some of them had more than one job or had a job and were part-time students leads to the conclusion that for some adults time constraints could become the main reason of failure to develop their portfolios. Therefore, institutions implementing validation of non-formal and informal learning should be able to provide guidance and support on a regular basis throughout a prolonged period of time.
The significant finding of the research is that the major challenge for the adults was identification of learning outcomes and their documentation, including the most important task of comparing their learning outcomes against assessment criteria presented in the description of the study programme they intend to claim credit from, which leads to the conclusion that some adults lacked the ability to relate their learning to specified learning outcomes, therefore, targeted guidance to adults is essential at this stage. The research also revealed that selection of relevant evidence was one the most difficult tasks that the adults had to solve. This leads to the conclusion that the mechanism of guidance and support established by the institution should among other formats of support recommend portfolio development courses. This is in line with the findings of Burkšaitienė and Šliogerienė and is similar to the findings of Peters et al. 24 who reported that the institution-provided portfolio courses can support adults to develop the necessary ability to identify learning outcomes, match them against the learning outcomes required in a particular study programme and document such a match in a portfolio.
The study revealed two difficulties caused by the novelty of the procedure, including the difficulty to understand the rationale behind the assessment procedure and the process of portfolio development (which is a prerequisite of participation in the procedure) and the difficulty to understand the value of the procedure. This leads to the conclusion that institutional support providers should disclose the role and stress the value of the procedure to adults before they start developing their portfolios. This is in line with the evidence presented by Rydel and Peters 25 on the significance of institutional support to adults.
The results also indicate that the adults demonstrated lack of self-confidence and lack of determination to participate in the procedure of assessment of their non-formal and informal learning outcomes. This leads to the conclusion that encouragement provided by consultants to adults throughout the process of portfolio development is important, whereas determination to participate in the procedure may be boosted by increasing their understanding of the role of the procedure for their future career and its value for personal and professional development.
The study is innovative as it increased understanding of the process of providing guidance and support to adults before the assessment procedure in higher education 24 Burkšaitienė, N.; Šliogerienė, j., supra note 1; Peters, h; Pokorny, h.; johnson, l., supra note, 6. 25
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